A merican society was never characterized by unanimous consensus on the free trade question: during its history protectionism dominated the scene. 1 Although beginning with the 1934 Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act and especially after the Second World War free trade became the official doctrine, protectionism continued to be a very #owerful doctrine being able to set the agenda time and again. Especially during several presidential elections protectionist sentiments came to the surface, resulting in calls for a strong, unilateral approach on the trade front. International trade theorists and the rest of the world have often expressed serious concerns about the future of American trade policy options in view of the fatal attraction protectionism seems to exert. In particular, widesF3read fear exists that a decline of the American hegemonic position wil bring increased commercial rivalry. ~ Although extreme Buchananite protectionist proposals and the calls for abandoning all international organizations ("Liquidate Now ''3) have been formulated during the past 1996 presidential election campaign, their real impact on the actual political process must not be overstated. The free trade policy orientation has held remarkably strong during the past decades and will do so in the future. Tariffs were brought down on a worldwide scale during the various negotiation rounds of the GA-Fr. As tariffs went down however, non-tariff barriers went up. When the first Clinton Administration came into power there was a great deal of commercial uncertainty as the Uruguay Round negotiations were confronted with a possible breakdown. Although at the time many observers feared the Clinton Administration would take a more protectionist stance, its policy was actually, with bipartisan support, based on "compete, not retreat" while at the same time strengthening the American economy in order to stay competitive in high technology sectors and services. Recent years showed the American Administration devoted to an aggressive trade policy strategy intended at opening foreign markets by making use of a three-level approach (multilateral, regional and bilateral) accompanied by unilateral enforcement and megaphone diplomacy. This resulted in remarkable multilateral free trade results such as the successful conclusion of the Uruguay Round and the creation of the WTO (World Trade Organisation). But at the same time bilateralism and regionalism received increasing attention 4 while the American attitude towards the multilateral approach became harsher as negotiations on telecommunications, financial and maritime services have shown. Moreover use of section 301 was time and again reaffirmed as being a cornerstone of American trade policy.
In order to get some insight into the actual challenges the international trade system envisages in relation with American trade policy, some essential elements with regard to its history and structure have to be recalled here. Subsequently the evolution of the GATT will be briefly evaluated. Finally an appraisal can be made of current and future American trade policy. International trade strategy was not really an issue during the past presidential elections, as a bipartisan Clinton-Dole consensus on long term strategic interests exists: open world markets and export 
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opportunities for services and high-tech industries as well as liberalising foreign investments remain high on the US agenda ~ and will continue to constitute an essential element of global American leadership strategy; the challenge for the US being how to preserve its hegemonic position within the rapidly changing political and economic fabric of future international relations. Consequently, careful analysis of the 1992-1996 Clinton trade policy can offer a good picture of future American trade policy.
Free Trade, American Hegemony and GATT
Since the Second World War American leaders have time and again confirmed their free trade intentions; seeing their own role as leading the world towards free trade, having the right to force unwilling countries by carrot and stick strategies towards free trade; justifying their own protectionist measures as rightful answers to the unfair trade practices of other countries. Rightly, American official trade policy has played a significant role in the post-war international trade system, although it was not always as free trade minded as they themselves like to believe. With Germany and Japan defeated and France and Britain exhausted, the USA was in a position to become the new hegemonic leader of the western world. Its products dominated world markets, its investments spread over the world as ancient colonies were broken up so access was free for all, its gold reserves had increased enormously, its currency became the world's key currency and its financial-economic power base was reinforced by political-military power. 8 Free trade became the official American doctrine as part of a global vision on how American hegemony could be reinforced in the rest of the world. Political considerations with regard to American long term strategic interests came into the forefront of decision-making in Washington. The new order was a kind of "enlightened" coalition-building aimed at uniting the western world against the Soviet Union and its proxies. At the same time the United States took the lead in creating international monetary and economic institutions to overcome the international anarchy of the thirties. They should also serve as "longstanding pillars of American influence" on which the US could rely "to support our foreign policy objectives" as Joan Spero 7 has put it. 8 International trade relations became regulated by a preparatory document, the 1947 General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade.
GATI-meant much more than a commitment to free trade as it was acknowledged that commercial ties would bring political cohesiveness. 9 The United States felt it could win the Darwinistic struggle following the opening of markets 1~ and it became the driving force in leading the western world towards open markets. GAFF, although in a sense an instrument to promote free trade, was based on "enlightened mercantilism"J 1 It turned out to be a hightly complicated document where free trade principles were all too often followed by exceptions? 2 Consequently, the mercantilist principle aimed at reducing imports and promoting exports continued to dominate the consecutive GATT negotiation rounds. Countries were only prepared to open their own markets to foreign imports when their own exporters could obtain reciprocal access to foreign markets. As Martin Wolf has put it, the GATT was "a mutual disarmament treaty for mercantilists". ~ Nevertheless, GATT succeeded quite well in bringing tariffs down from their excessive postwar levels to a rule oriented, nonsectoral and multilateral basis. Consequently, the world economy gained considerably in openness. TM At the same time the world trading system saw a rise both in number and coverage of non-tariff barriers, made possible by loopholes in the General Agreement. First, the GA-I-I-members agreed to a narrow set of obligations concentrating on bringing down tariffs, while prohibiting the use of quota and other non-tariff measures. Second, important sectors as services, the military and government sector were practically excluded from GATT application. This was especially true for the military sector. US military
